AMERICA                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         461
actually spoken to each other almost politely, and with a smile.
The isthmus of central America which connects the two con-
tinents is exceedingly fertile, produces coffee, bananas, sugar, and
whatever else foreign capital is willing to plant there; but the
climate is hard on the white man, and the black man is not par-
ticularly interested in working for the white man, and the
volcanoes, which abound in this region, arc hard on both the
blacks and the whites.
To most people Guatemala (unless they collect postage stamps),
Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica arc merely romantic
names, for this one rule holds good all over the world: "the
cmptifr the country's national treasury, the more elaborate its
stamps." But the next country, the Republic of Panama, is of great
importance, especially to the United States.
That this isthmus was only a very narrow strip of land had
already been known to the Spaniards after Balboa from his peak in
Daricn had contemplated both oceans at one and the same moment.
And as early as 1551 the Spaniards were playing with the idea of
digging a canal of their own. Since then every generation was to
hear of new plans. Every man of any importance in the realm
of science favoured the world with at least one set of blue-prints
showing how the puzzle could be best solved. But digging a canal
through almost thirty miles of hard rock was a serious problem
until Alfred Nobel made his unfortunate invention and gave us
that dynamite with which he expected to remove tree-stumps and
boulders from a farmer's fidd but which he never intended to be
used for the more common purpose of killing one's neighbours.
Then came die California gold rush when thousands of people
hastened to Panama so as not to be obliged to make the long detour
via Cape Horn; and for them Ac trans-isthmus railway was built
in 1855. Fifteen years later the world heard of the unexpected
success of the Suez canal. Ferdinand dc Lcsscps, its author, now
decided to try his hand at connecting the Pacific with Ac Atlantic.
But the company he founded was scandalously mismanaged, and
his engineers had made so many errors in their calculations, and
his workmen died so miserably from malaria and ydlow fever,
that after eight years of struggle against the forces of Nature and